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COMMENTS OF
ECLIPTIC ENTERPRISES CORPORATION

1. Ecliptic Enterprises Corporation (hereinafter referred to as “Ecliptic”), pursuant
to Section 1.405 of the Commission’s Rules and Regulations, respectfully submits these
comments in response to the Commission’s Notice of Proposed Rule Making, IB Docket
No. 02-54, released March 18, 2002. Ecliptic agrees that it is vital to establish rules and
procedures at this time for the mitigation of space debris. In view of the damage that can
be caused by such debris and its current rate of increase in near-Earth orbit, Ecliptic
agrees that it is time to adopt methods of controlling and eliminating debris from orbit.
As an operating aerospace company, Ecliptic is pleased to offer our technical comments
regarding the nature of the rules that should be adopted and the affectivity of various
methods proposed in the NPRM by the Commission. We have attempted to address a
broad range of issues raised by the Commission, recognizing this may be “unfamiliar
turf” to many. We would further like to comment regarding the state-of-the-art of
technologies that will be useful in post-mission debris disposal. These technical means

may not have been contemplated by the Commission or the public. Finally, we would



like to comment regarding the authority of the Federal Communications Commission to

administer rules and regulations related to space debris.

L PRELIMINARY STATEMENT

2. Ecliptic is a private company, incorporated under the laws of the State of
California, with corporate headquarters in Pasadena, California. Ecliptic is a designer
and supplier of imaging systems and data-transport systems for use with rockets,
spacecraft and other remote platforms, especially systems operating in extreme
environments. Members of our company have extensive experience with government-,
commercially- and university-developed space hardware and software. As our company
both generates equipment that operates in the space environment (and which could
become space debris) and develops hardware and software that could be used to dispose

of space debris, we feel motivated to comment in these proceedings.

II. BACKGROUND

A. Technical and Scientific Aspects of Orbital Debris

3. Early in the NPRM the Commission correctly notes, “Atmospheric drag on
orbiting objects decreases dramatically as the orbital altitude of the object increases.” '
The Commission also notes the lifetime of space objects is affected by solar activity.
Ecliptic would like to observe here that space object lifetime is also a function of the
mass of the object divided by its projected surface area. This ratio is generally known as
an object’s ballistic coefficient. Lower values of ballistic coefficient will result in a

decreased lifetime caused by increased effective drag acting on an object orbiting at any
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given altitude.” As will be shown, this property can be of significant value in finding
practical methods of removing space debris from Earth orbit.

B. Development of U.S. Policy and Regulations Concerning Orbital Debris

4. Ecliptic supports the adoption of the first three objectives developed under
U.S. Governments Standards and Practices for the control of debris’; however, we would
point out, as a practical matter, objective two (minimizing debris generated by accidental
explosions) is unlikely to be met by additional failure mode analysis since virtually all
space system projects work exceptionally hard to analyze and review propulsion system
designs as a normal course of vehicle development. Mission success is a strong
motivation already. In this regard, we question whether significant changes in the
quantity of debris generated through accidental explosions will result from additional
government or private sector review requirements being imposed. Ecliptic’s comments
in this proceeding will primarily be related to the fourth objective — providing for post-
mission disposal of space structures.

C. International Aspects

5. Ecliptic appreciates the role the FCC could play in the international
enforcement of the Outer Space Treaty and related international agreements. We feel this
is appropriate as the Commission, working in cooperation with the NTIA and the Dept. of
State, has a long record of successfully interacting with the administrations of other
countries to represent the interests of both the government and the private sector within

the United States. The Commission’s role in working at the ITU has brought significant

' NPRM at §7.

2 Wertz, J.R. and Larson, W.J., “Space Mission Analysis and Design,” Fig. 8-4, Space Technical Library,
1999, p 210.

*NPRM at §11
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benefit to the public and the private sector. An extension of this role for this intended

purpose seems appropriate.

III. DISCUSSION

A. FCC Statutory Authority Concerning Orbital Debris

6. In this portion of the Notice, the Commission seeks public comment as to their
authority to establish policy for and regulate the generation and elimination of orbital
debris.* We believe it would be a natural role for the Commission to assume this added
responsibility and the proposed approach would be far superior to many other options
that could be selected. In particular, it will avoid the requirement for the private sector to
obtain yet one more government license from yet another agency, each time a new
spacecraft is launched. A radio license from the FCC is already required for all non-
government space systems. Ecliptic would find it acceptable to have a space station
license conditional upon meeting appropriate debris-mitigation procedures. It is perhaps,
a far reach to relate the issue of orbital debris to the Commission’s mandate granted
under the Communications Act of 1934; however, even if it requires an act of Congress
to extend this authority to the FCC, we believe this would be appropriate. In our opinion,
the proposed approach is in the public interest and is the most efficient and practical
method of solving this problem to be suggested by our government, to date.

7. In the Notice, the Commission seeks comment on whether there are matters
involving launch vehicles that FCC has authority to consider. > Ecliptic wishes to bring to

the Commission’s attention the fact that the upper most stages of launch vehicles are

* NPRM at § 30
> NPRM at § 32
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frequently placed into quasi-stable or even stable orbits. In may cases, stages that are
injected into geostationary transfer orbit (GTO) will re-enter the atmosphere nine months
to one year after entering orbit. However, the upper stages of spacecraft going to popular
sun-synchronous orbits, for example, remain in virtually the same orbit as the spacecratft.
These orbits are usually stable for hundreds to thousands of years. Attempts are made,
when residual propellant exists, to reduce the perigee of these spent stages; however, this
is not always an option. Ecliptic suggests it would be more efficient for a single agency
of the government to address the orbital debris from a single program, rather than
dividing the responsibility between two agencies (the FCC for the spacecraft and the
FAA for the launch vehicle). It is also true that upper stages frequently carry secondary
payloads and experiments that transmit in the radio spectrum. This, of course, implies
that such an upper stage would become a more direct concern of the Commission.

B. Elements of Orbital Debris Mitigation

8. In the Notice, the FCC sought general comments regarding the economic
impact of the adoption of debris-mitigation procedures on the operation of commercial
spacecraft. © As Ecliptic is not a satellite system operator, we will refrain from
commenting in this area, particularly as it relates to high Earth-orbiting or geostationary
satellites. However, regarding communication systems and constellations that use orbits
below 900 km, we will provide evidence in this area showing that low-cost technologies
are available which enable system operators to meet the 25-year criteria for orbit removal
suggested by this NRPM.” Ecliptic thus believes little to no economic hardship will be

introduced should the Commission adopt its proposed rules to de-orbit spacecraft in this

5 NPRM at §35
"NPRM at §12
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category. Indeed, the proposed technology is non-propulsive and would also allow the
system operator to earn revenue from the spacecraft until its natural end-of-life.

9. The Notice notes the emergence of very small satellite system designs and
seeks comments on whether such systems call into question the adequacy of economic
incentives alone.® Ecliptic believes this issue is a particularly important consideration in
these proceedings. Members of the Ecliptic staff are among the pioneers of the small
satellite movement and have considerable experience with “nanosat” and “microsat”
technologies. The applicability of very small satellite systems to the general solution of
satellite communications problems must be acknowledged. Both reliability and capacity
enhancement can be addressed simultaneously by increasing the number of satellites in a
“nano” constellation. Further, the overall manufacturing costs for the space segment can
be minimized through mass production. Even creative methods to launch an entire
constellation of very small satellites with a single, low-cost launch vehicle have been
found.” Unfortunately, in terms of space debris, the economic incentives run counter to
the need to remove expended satellites from orbit. The number of spacecraft that
optimize some communications scenarios could be in the thousands, their size may be
smaller than can be observed with ground-based radar and the unit cost of these
spacecraft is very low. Spacecraft in this size/mass category cannot practically have a
propulsion system to remove themselves from orbit. Additionally, may such spacecraft
designs do not even include an attitude control system accurate enough to point a
propulsion system for re-entry, should it exist. The only means of removing spacecraft of

this size and in this quantity from orbit is to limit the allowable altitude of the

¥ NPRM at §38
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constellation so that atmospheric re-entry within a calculable period of time is assured.
Ecliptic suggests that, for this class of spacecraft and when the satellite constellation
count is greater than (approximately 100), the re-entry after completion of mission rule be
reduced to 5 years. Since there is no way of knowing when a given member of the
constellation will fail (and since the reliability of individual spacecraft can be lower
without impacting the overall system reliability) it is more likely that space debris will be
generated early in the system lifetime. Ecliptic further recommends that spacecraft of
this size category (regardless of the constellation size) be limited to altitudes of no higher
than 625 km at perigee and further the ballistic coefficient of such spacecraft be 100
kg/m” or greater. We make note that it is the combination of the spacecraft’s perigee
altitude and its ballistic coefficient that determines its orbital lifetime and the uncertainty
of the time of re-entry.

10. The Commission seeks comment regarding whether it should change its rules
and practices regarding spacecraft flight profiles."” We find that the FCC rules requiring
applicants to provide orbital information (such as the orbital elements for each space
station) are generally helpful. For example, should particular LEO orbits become very
popular and become populated by a large number of spacecraft, it would assist spacecraft
system operators planning new missions, if a data base detailing this required information
were publicly accessible. Ecliptic would note, however, that current state-of-the-art
practices do not allow specification of the Keplerian orbital elements of spacecraft with
sufficient accuracy to predict or avoid the collision of two space objects. The Keplerian

elements for any space object along with a time specify where an object is in space at that

? King, J.A., Beidleman, N.J., “Method and Apparatus for Deploying a Satellite Network,” U.S. Patent No.
5,199,672, April 6, 1993.
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particular epoch. It is then possible to propagate these elements forward in time to
predict where the same object will be in the future. This is, however, not a completely
precise science. Errors in propagating the objects elements forward by even one day
would result in an error considerably larger that the object itself. This implies that, at
present, we are not able to accurately forecast a space collision. It is possible to
determine that two object will pass quite close to one another, however. So, while orbital
information may be useful in planning so as to minimize the probability of collisions, in
the case of constellations, collision avoidance in a dynamic environment is not currently
practical. In summary, Ecliptic would only recommend the Commission additionally
require in the appropriate portions of CFR 47, that satellites licensed to use the radio
spectrum by the FCC provide full, classical, Keplerian orbital elements for the spacecraft
after launch and on a periodic basis after launch. We would recommend that these
element sets be cataloged and be made available to the pubic in an easily usable format.
In fact, this task is already the responsibility of the North American Air Defense
(NORAD), an element of the Department of Defense. The parameters used, however,
employ a format specialized for DoD purposes and the information is not generally made
available to the public. This process would be most effective if the information could be
made available via an FCC website (or equivalent). It should be the responsibility of
each space station licensee to provide this information to the Commission on a timely and
periodic basis and this information should then be incorporated into the publicly
accessible database. This information could be cross checked with NORAD data if

resources allow. Finally on this matter, we support the Commission’s proposal to

" NPRM at §41 to §44 and §47 to §50.
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continue to allow applicants to select the orbital elements for their space systems, given
the existence of the database reference above.

11. In the Notice at §49 the Commission specifically concludes, “non-
geostationary satellite systems should disclose in license applications the tolerance within
which orbital parameters would be maintained, so that generally affected third parties can
evaluate any collision risk.” Ecliptic would like to point out that many non-geostationary
systems do not include propulsion or orbit maintenance means of any kind. Such
spacecraft operators could only provide an estimation of how the spacecraft orbital
elements are expected to change with time. Without periodic updates of these elements,
tolerances associated with the satellites instant orbit location will continue to increase.
We believe it would be economically harmful to many low-cost space missions if they
were required to accommodate technical means to maintain their spacecraft’s orbital
elements within a tolerance band. For many projects like these, such a requirement
would be quite disruptive. Further, as per our comments at 10, we do not believe current
means of determining a satellite’s position in space and propagating its position into the
future are sufficiently accurate to assure avoidance of collision by means of selection of
an initial operating orbit. In addition, we do not believe the orbits of current spacecraft,
even with accurate propulsive means, can be adjusted with sufficient accuracy to avoid
(or for that matter, cause) collisions with other space objects. We are not suggesting that
rendezvous technology (i.e., spacecraft equipped with ranging or radar devices) is not
possible; however, for missions with other intended applications, such apparatus, if
imposed, would be cost prohibitive. We do acknowledge that many satellites now rely on

GPS for maintaining working Keplerian elements, in addition to Radar, ranging and other
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metric tracking schemes. This fact, however, does not alter our opinion that practical
prediction and avoidance of collision events is not yet feasible.

12. In the Notice, the Commission seeks comment on whether it would be
appropriate to adopt the post-mission guideline or portions of the guideline, as FCC rules.
Further, the Commission seeks comment on technology developments that may affect
end-of-life procedures.'' Ecliptic wishes to comment on both of these areas by means of
offering a consolidated argument. We feel the Commission has correctly recognized the
importance of altitude “regimes” in their efforts to deal with orbit debris mitigation. It is
of primary importance to recognize that objects at orbit altitudes exceeding 900 km 2
have lifetimes that exceed the event horizon for all practical mission planning and debris
evaluation and management methodologies. We would not take specific issue with the
Commission’s 25 year rule-of-thumb as a practical limit for the elimination of debris
from orbit or its transfer to suitably established graveyard orbits. We, however, feel the
FCC can require more of spacecraft missions with initial orbits below 900 km, given the
current state-of-the-art in low-cost technologies capable of modifying a space object’s

ballistic coefficient and hence, its orbital lifetime."” Spacecraft having perigees in higher

""NPRM at §54, §55 and §57.

12 Wertz, J.R. and Larson, W.J., “Space Mission Analysis and Design,” Fig. 8-4, Space Technical Library,
1999, p 210. Notice that for an object in a 900 km circular orbit the lifetime of a space object with a
ballistic coefficient of 20 Kg/m* will re-enter in approximately 110 years. Extrapolation of the information
from this figure suggests that if the ballistic coefficient of an object in the same orbit were reduced to
approximately 5 Kg/m®, the lifetime of the space object could be reduced to less than 25 years.

" An alternative to using a propulsion system to reduce the perigee altitude of a space object would be to
use an inflatable device (balloon), released at the end-of-life of a given spacecraft. The balloon
dramatically decreases the ballistic coefficient of the space object and its time to re-entry. The balloon may
also be vapor-deposited with a metal coating causing the surface to be highly radar-reflective which, in
turn, increases the object’s radar cross-section. This could be of significant value for very small spacecraft
that may be otherwise particularly problematic for skin-tracking radar. If the package used to deploy the
balloon were autonomous from the primary spacecraft (including the power supply for the deployment
mechanism) and contained a very low-power identifying transponding beacon, it would have many of the
characteristics of a flight termination system used by launch vehicles. A system of this type would not only
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than 900 km and lower than 2000 km may be the most problematic. This altitude regime
includes the orbits used for some constellation missions and includes some popular polar
and sun-synchronous mission orbits. Spacecraft missions in this altitude regime would
either have to decrease the perigee of their post-mission orbits to below 900 km (AND
modify their ballistic coefficient) or would have to increase the perigee to about 2000 km
and enter the first of the proposed graveyard (storage) orbits. There is no issue regarding
the second graveyard (storage) orbit (perigee altitudes between 20,700 km and 35,300
km). This orbit regime is stable for extremely long times and is not a popular altitude
range. Very few spacecraft occupy it.

13. Ecliptic believes GEO spacecraft represent a special case for orbital debris

consideration. Because of the station-keeping requirements specified by the ITU and by

accelerate the re-entry of the space object but would greatly improve the government’s ability to positively
identify and locate the object. Balloon systems of the size class suggested above and having similar surface
properties have been demonstrated to have lifetimes long enough to prove the feasibility of this concept.
(See http://www.lgarde.com/programs/ocse.html). De-orbit systems of this type promise to be extremely
cost-effective, making it possible for even small spacecraft to employ them for post-mission debris
removal.

As an example of the advantage of such a system, assume a spacecraft operating at an altitude of 650 km,
having a mass of 100 Kg and assume it is a cube with a side dimension of 0.5 m. An inflatable balloon
package is attached to the spacecraft that weighs 2.5 Kg and inflates to a diameter of 4 meters. The drag
coefficient (Cd) of the spacecraft itself might be approximately 3.5 while the drag coefficient for the balloon
is approximately 2.0. The minimum projected surface area of the cube is 0.25 m”. The maximum ballistic
coefficient of the spacecraft is given by m/Cd*A, where m is the spacecraft mass, A is the minimum
projected surface area of the spacecraft into the velocity vector and Cd is the drag coefficient
(dimensionless constant ranging in value between approximately 2 and 4). For the spacecraft, prior to
balloon deployment the ballistic coefficient = (100+2.5)/4*(.25)=102.5 Kg/m®*. After balloon deployment
the ballistic coefficient = 102.5/(2%(3.14)(4.0/2)%) + 4(.5)* = 102.5/26.1 = 3.9 Kg/m* . Again, using Figure
8-4 from Wertz and Larson, the lifetime of the spacecraft before re-entry and without the drag balloon
deployed would be approximately 50 years. After balloon deployment we estimate the configuration would
re-enter in 0.5 years (i.e. six months). If the initial orbit had been 900 km, the lifetime of the spacecraft
without balloon deployment would be approximately 1000 years. After deployment the lifetime of the
system would be about 25 years. This last case sets a kind of upper bound for this particular satellite mass
class, if we limit the balloon diameter to 4 meters based on the mass fraction of the de-orbit system to the
total spacecraft mass.
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CFR 47, Part 25.210(j) of the Commission’s rules, it is necessary for geostationary
spacecraft to periodically correct their orbit for both north-south and east-west drift, to an
accuracy of £0.05° in both directions from the nominal orbit slot location. A spacecraft
that can satisfy these constraints can easily remove itself from GEO to the 3™ graveyard
(storage) orbit recommended by the Commission. In other words, all spacecraft capable
of operating for extended lifetimes on station at GEO are also capable of modifying their
orbit appropriately to enter the storage orbit, provided only that sufficient propellant for
the operation is budgeted and in fact, exists in the tanks. The 25-year post-mission
disposal period proposed by the NPRM even allows for various forms of electric
propulsion to be employed in the final orbit transition for geostationary satellites.

14. The Notice raises issues about the applicability of these proposed rule
changes to experimental satellite (Part 5) and amateur satellite (Part 97) authorizations."*
Ecliptic understands that these two classes of space system are the most cost-constrained.
It is our opinion that ultra small spacecraft of all types should be restricted to very low
orbits (See our comments at 9.). This should include satellites authorized under Part 5
and Part 97. For spacecraft operating between 625km and 900 km it may be possible for
even low cost missions to modify their ballistic coefficient as we have addressed above.
For spacecraft operating in orbits between 900 km and 2000 km it is unlikely that Part 5
or Part 97 space vehicles will be able to effectively remove themselves from orbit within
25 years after their mission termination. It would be cost prohibitive to require this class
of mission to meet the requirements proposed by this NPRM and we feel it would be very

harmful to the creative process so well demonstrated by such licensees to deny them the

" NPRM at §63
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opportunity to use these orbits. For this reason we believe special allowance should be
made in this altitude range for these licensees. We have no comment regarding higher
storage orbits, except to note that many experimental and amateur satellites actually do
operate in the proposed storage orbits. However, for the special case of the
geostationary orbit, should spacecraft licensed under Part 5 or Part 97 be authorized to
use either geostationary or geosynchronous orbits, removal of the space object at the end
of life to a higher “graveyard” orbit should be feasible since maintaining a station or even
a 24-hour synchronous period requires station-keeping ability. Therefore, removal from

the GEO orbit should be feasible even for these licensees.

IV. CONCLUSION

15. Ecliptic believes that we have raised issues in our comments that require
further evaluation and public debate. The issues associated with the establishing broad-
sweeping rules will affect all non-government users of the space environment. This
should be done with great care, considering the impact on all classes of space system.
We note that space systems vary in cost from a few thousand to many billion U.S.
dollars. The impact of the proposed rules of this NPRM will have very different
consequences depending on which end of the cost spectrum a given space system
occupies. We applaud the Commission’s efforts in directly confronting the difficult
issues associated with space debris (identification and removal). We support the
government initiative to take action on this matter now. We do feel, however, that there
are many technical issues that need to be better understood (by the government and the

public) prior to adopting formal rules via a Report and Order. We respectfully suggest
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this NPRM should be downgraded to an NOI so that more time and thought can be given
to this matter. Ecliptic believes the public interest is best served, concerning this
universal issue, by establishing a better technical and business awareness as to how space

debris impacts all users of the space environment.

Respectfully submitted:

Jan A. King

CTO, Ecliptic Enterprises Corporation
398 W. Washington Blvd., Suite 100
Pasadena, CA 91103

(626)798-2436
iking@eclipticenterprises.com
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